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Prevention in mental health care: Time for a new approach. Dorien Nieman. Routledge, New York, 2017, 177 pages, ISBN 978--11--389‐1816‐0

This recent book by Dr Nieman is not modest in its subject matter. It chews on some of the main challenges facing contemporary psychiatry and takes a substantial detour through existential and spiritual traditions and the value of art, attempting to bring them into the psychiatric fold. The book has two overarching (and interlinked) themes: the need for prevention and early intervention in psychiatry and the limitations of the dominant biomedical model of psychiatric disorder. On the first theme, Nieman discusses the dimensional and staging approach to understanding psychiatric symptomatology and the importance of individual patient profiling or precision medicine. On the second theme, Nieman does not pull any punches: psychiatric diagnostic systems are invalid and reductionistic and have at times been guided more by external forces such as the influence of the pharmaceutical industry than by a true attempt to "carve nature at its joints."

There is, I would argue, a humanistic and holistic emphasis that underpins the book. The author\'s frustration with the constraints of psychiatric diagnostic systems and the biomedical model of illness seem to be based on a view that they lead us (as a discipline and, by extension, as a society) to do a disservice to distressed, help‐seeking people. Nieman argues passionately for understanding human suffering in its multi‐layered nature---that is, in its social, phenomenological, existential, cognitive, neurobiological, genetic dimensions---and resisting the tendency to reduce one dimension to another (eg, the phenomenological to the neurobiological), which she argues distorts the true subject matter of psychiatry, that is, the varieties of human experience and expression associated with mental/emotional suffering. She also argues that this form of "bio‐reductionism" limits the progress of research and is often misguided from a clinical point of view. A holistic and transdiagnostic approach is required that recognises the stage of disorder progression and matches treatment accordingly.

I have much sympathy for Nieman\'s position. The book is an important contribution to the growing literature on fundamental problems in psychiatric research and practice and the calls for a shifting of emphasis, if not for a complete overhaul. In terms of style, the book is disarmingly direct ("less phoney behavior may be beneficial for everybody") and, despite the weight of its subject matter, not without humour (the discussion of the brain activity of a dead fish comes to mind).

I would have liked to have seen more discussion of the grey and murky territory where the "dark nights of the soul" that can be associated with both "authentic" and "inauthentic" living as Nieman frames it (drawing on authors in the existential and spiritual traditions), can blend into mental pathology. This is of course difficult terrain and can end in some of the more problematic positions adopted by R.D. Laing, for example, and others ('insanity as a greater form of authenticity\', etc.). Nieman certainly does not adopt this position, presenting instead a view of how anxiety and suffering is an inherent component of life, that it can be a warning sign of leading an "inauthentic" life and can also be a feature of attempting to lead an "authentic" life. This discussion could have been made even richer by further considering the complexities of the relationship between this form of "existential suffering" and psychiatric symptomatology that we see, for example, in the work of Louis Sass.

The book is sure to appeal to a clinical and academic audience with interest in the "big questions" of contemporary psychiatry, as well as to a general readership with interest in mental health care.
